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Abstract
A leading mechanism for producing cosmological gamma-ray bursts
(GRBs) is via ultra-relativistic particles in an expanding fireball. The
kinetic energy of the particles is converted into thermal energy in two
shocks, a forward shock and a reverse shock, when the outward flow-
ing particles encounter the interstellar medium. The thermal energy
is then radiated via synchrotron emission and Comptonization. We
estimate the synchrotron cooling time scale of the shocked material in
the forward and reverse shocks for electrons of various Lorentz factors,
focusing in particular on those electrons whose radiation falls within
the energy detection range of the BATSE detectors. We find that
in order to produce the rapid variability observed in most bursts the
energy density of the magnetic field in the shocked material must be
greater than about 1% of the thermal energy density. Additionally,
the electrons must be nearly in equipartition with the protons, since
otherwise we do not have reasonable radiative efficiencies of GRBs.
Inverse Compton scattering can increase the cooling rate of the rele-
vant electrons but the Comptonized emission itself is never within the
BATSE range. These arguments allow us to pinpoint the conditions
within the radiating regions in GRBs and to determine the important
radiation processes. In addition, they provide a plausible explanation
for several observations. The model predicts that the duty cycle of
intensity variations in GRB light curves should be nearly indepen-
dent of burst duration, and should scale inversely as the square root
of the observed photon energy. Both correlations are in agreement
with observations. The model also provides a plausible explanation
for the bimodal distribution of burst durations. There is no expla-
nation, however, for the presence of a characteristic break energy in
GRB spectra.
Subject heading: gamma-rays: bursts- hydrodynamics-relativity
1 Introduction
A cosmological gamma-ray burst (GRB) occurs, most likely, in the decel-
eration of a shell of ultra-relativistic particles encountering a surrounding
interstellar medium (ISM) (Me´sza´ros & Rees 1992). This process is believed
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to be essential for the production of a GRB regardless of the specific na-
ture of the original source of relativistic particles (see e.g. Piran 1995 for a
discussion). In a recent paper, Sari and Piran (1995, denoted SP hereafter)
estimated the hydrodynamical time scales that arise in the interaction of an
ultra-relativistic shell with the ISM. They showed that the observed dura-
tions of GRBs impose a direct limit on the Lorentz factors of the relativistic
particles, namely γ > 100 for most bursts and γ even larger in a few cases.
SP also worked out the hydrodynamical conditions in the various fluid zones
of the expanding shell. They calculated the bulk velocity, thermal energy
and particle density in the shocked material behind the forward and reverse
shocks, as well as the velocities of the two shock fronts.
The radiation we observe in a GRB is produced when the shock-heated
gas loses its thermal energy through various radiation processes. In this paper
we consider the cooling of the shocked material via Comptonized synchrotron
emission.
In developing a radiation model for GRBs, we can consider two distinct
possibilities, depending on the relative magnitudes of the cooling time scale
of the thermal electrons, tcool, and the hydrodynamical time scale of the ex-
panding shell, thyd. The case we focus on in this paper is similar to that
assumed by SP, namely that thyd > tcool. This assumption finds strong sup-
port in the fact that most bursts have complicated temporal structure with
multiple peaks. A natural explanation is that the total duration of a burst is
due to thyd, the time needed to convert the bulk of the kinetic energy of the
expanding shell into thermal energy via the two shocks, while the individual
peaks within the profile arise because of shot-like thermalization events in
the shocks. In this picture, the individual sub-peaks within a burst represent
the cooling curves of episodically heated electrons. The width of an indi-
vidual sub-peak then represents the cooling time scale tcool, and the “duty
cycle” of the burst, which we define to be the ratio of the observed width of
an individual peak to the total duration of the burst, is given by the ratio
D = tcool/thyd.
The second case, which we do not consider in this paper, is when thyd <
tcool. Here, the kinetic energy of the expanding shell is turned rapidly into
thermal energy, but is then released as radiation on a slower time scale.
Clearly, this regime can only lead to smooth single hump bursts. Since most
bursts have multiple sub-peaks, it is necessary to identify each peak with
a single hump, which means that thyd must be smaller than the width of a
3
sub-peak. But such short thyd requires extremely high Lorentz factors (SP).
Additionally, a new mechanism is needed to explain the overall duration of
the burst.
In addition to the assumption thyd > tcool, we make the further assump-
tion that the hydrodynamical conditions do not change significantly during
the cooling of the electrons. In other words, we assume that the rapid cool-
ing does not drastically modify the adiabatic shock structure calculated by
SP. This is a reasonable approximation if the thermalization in the shocks
transfers half or more of the energy to the protons and only the remainder
to the electrons. While the electrons cool rapidly, the proton energy remains
locked up in the gas, leaving the hydrodynamical conditions relatively un-
affected. The true conditions will thus differ from the idealized adiabatic
shocks considered by SP by only factors of order unity which we ignore.
In this paper, we use two pieces of information from observations to con-
strain the parameters of our model of the radiating regions of GRBs. First,
we note that the vast majority of GRBs have complex time profiles where
individual sub-peaks are significantly narrower than the overall duration of
a burst. Roughly, the observations give a mean duty cycle of about 5%. As
we show, this provides a significant constraint on the model. Second, we de-
mand efficient conversion of thermal energy into radiation at the two shocks
since we feel that low efficiency burst models are implausible. The observa-
tions show that the net energy emitted by cosmological bursts just within the
BATSE band is ∼ 1051 ergs (Cohen & Piran 1995, Fenimore et. al. 1993).
In the most popular models of bursts, namely merging neutron star binaries
(Narayan, Paczyn´ski & Piran 1993) and failed supernovae (Woosley 1993),
the total energy budget is only ∼ 1053.5 ergs, and there are some difficulties in
converting even 1% of the initial explosion energy into kinetic energy of the
expanding shell. Any further inefficiency in the conversion of shock thermal
energy into radiation would be catastrophic.
We show in this paper that to produce the rapid variability observed in
many bursts the magnetic energy density in the shocked region must be at
least 1% of the random thermal energy density of the gas. Additionally, we
show that in order to have a reasonable radiative efficiency, the electrons
must be nearly in equipartition with the protons. Thus, the observational
data on GRBs restrict directly the conditions in the emitting region of these
sources.
We begin the paper with a brief summary in section 2 of the main re-
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sults from SP, namely the hydrodynamical time scale of the shell and the
characteristics of the forward and reverse shocks. We continue with an esti-
mate of the synchrotron cooling time scale in section 3, and establish a lower
limit for the magnetic field strength in the shocked material. In section 4
we examine the role of inverse Compton (IC) emission. We show that this
process is irrelevant in the forward shock since the electrons there are too
energetic and the scattering cross section is reduced considerably according
to the Klein-Nishina formula. IC can be important in the reverse shock and
can increase the cooling rate there. However, the IC photons themselves will
generally be outside the energy range of the BATSE detector and therefore
are not relevant for understanding the BATSE data.
In section 5 we discuss the distribution of electron energy and the effect
this has on the “efficiency” of a burst, namely the fraction of the initial
kinetic energy in the shell which finally appears as radiation in the BATSE
energy window. We show that the forward shock often produces nearly all its
radiation at energies above the BATSE range, especially for short duration
bursts. In contrast, the reverse shock is always visible to BATSE. However,
the efficiency of the reverse shock is usually somewhat low, whereas the
forward shock, when it radiates within the BATSE window, always has a
high efficiency. We show in section 6 that these characteristics of the two
shocks provide a plausible explanation for the bimodal distribution of GRB
durations observed by BATSE (Kouveliotou et. al. 1993, Lamb, Graziani
and Smith, 1993). We suggest that short bursts originate from the reverse
shocks of fireballs which expand with high Lorentz factor γ, while long bursts
originate from the forward shock of low γ events. This simple model is also in
agreement with the relative luminosities of short and long bursts as estimated
by Mao, Narayan & Piran (1994).
2 Shock Conditions and Hydrodynamic Time
Scales
We begin with a brief summary of the hydrodynamic conditions and en-
ergy conversion time scales of a relativistically expanding shell of particles,
treated as a fluid (see SP and Piran 1995 for further details). The interac-
tion between the outward moving shell and the ISM takes place in the form
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of two shocks: a forward shock that propagates into the ISM and a reverse
shock that propagates into the relativistic shell. This results in four distinct
regions: the ISM at rest (denoted by the subscript 1 when we consider prop-
erties in this region), the shocked ISM material which has passed through
the forward shock (subscript 2 or f), the shocked shell material which has
passed through the reverse shock (3 or r), and the unshocked material in the
shell (4). See Figure 1.
The hydrodynamic conditions are determined by four parameters: the
Lorentz factor γ associated with the relativistic radial expansion of the shell
of particles, the width of the shell in the observer frame ∆, the density of the
external ISM n1, and the Sedov scale l = (E/n1mpc
2), where E represents
the total energy of the shell before interaction with the ISM. Typical values
of these parameters are: γ ∼ 102 − 104, ∆ < 1013 cm (from the fact that
bursts are almost always less than a few hundred seconds long, see SP),
n1 = 1 particle cm
−3, and l = 1018cm (corresponding to a burst with energy
E = 1.5× 1051ergs).
The radial expansion speeds of the four zones are described by the follow-
ing Lorentz factors. The unshocked ISM is of course at rest and has γ1 = 1,
while the unshocked shell material moves at the original coasting velocity of
the particles, γ4 = γ. The velocity of the two intermediate zones satisfies
γ1 < γ2 = γ3 < γ4. The relative Lorentz factor across the forward shock is
obviously equal to γ2. The relative Lorentz factor across the reverse shock,
which we write as γ¯3, is given in the ultra-relativistic limit by
γ¯3 = γ/γ3, (1)
where we have ignored, as in the rest of the paper, factors of order unity.
SP showed that the structure of the shocks depends on the value of γ¯3,
which in turn depends on the parameter ξ:
ξ ≡
(
l
∆
)1/2
γ−4/3. (2)
If ξ ≫ 1 the reverse shock is non-relativistic or Newtonian, and γ¯3 ∼ 1,
while if ξ ≪ 1 the reverse shock is relativistic and γ¯3 ≫ 1. If we include the
possibility of shell spreading (see SP for details), then ∆ changes with time
in such a manner that at each moment the current ∆(t) ∼ max(∆(0), R/γ2).
This means that a shell which begins with a value of ξ > 1 adjusts itself so as
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to satisfy ξ = 1 and we have a mildly relativistic or Newtonian reverse shock,
whereas a shell with ξ < 1 does not have time to spread significantly and
maintains a relativistic reverse shock. In the rest of the paper, we concentrate
on the relativistic case and express all results in terms of the parameter ξ
(rather than ∆). By setting ξ < 1 in the expressions we obtain results
corresponding to a relativistic reverse shock, and by choosing ξ = 1 in the
same expressions we obtain the spreading Newtonian limit. We shall not
discuss the case of extreme Newtonian reverse shock (ξ ≫ 1), since spreading
will always bring these shells to the mildly relativistic limit (ξ ∼ 1)which we
call “Newtonian” in the rest of the paper. Therefore, the same formulae are
valid in both the relativistic and Newtonian limits.
According to the arguments presented in the Introduction, the observed
duration tdur of a burst is given by the hydrodynamic time thyd of the shell,
which has been calculated by SP to be
tdur =
(
l
c
)
γ−8/3ξ−2 = (150 s)
(
γ
100
)−8/3
ξ−2l18, (3)
where l18 = l/10
18 cm. This time scale is equal to ∆/c in both the relativistic
and Newtonian cases, except that in the former case the width is independent
of the radius of the shell whereas in the latter the width self-consistently
expands so as to maintain ξ = 1.
The bulk of the kinetic energy of the shell is converted to thermal energy
via the two shocks at around the time the shell has expanded to the radius
R∆ ≡ lγ−2/3ξ−1/2. At this radius, the conditions at the forward shock are as
follows,
γ2 = γξ
3/4,
n2 = 4γ2n1, (4)
e2 = 4γ
2
2n1mpc
2,
while at the reverse shock we have
γ¯3 = ξ
−3/4,
γ3 = γξ
3/4, (5)
n3 = 4ξ
9/4γ2n1,
e3 = e2.
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We see from equation (3) that the observed duration of a burst depends on
γ and ξ only through the combination γ2 = γξ
3/4. Therefore many observed
quantities which depend on γ2 can be expressed in terms of tdur via the
relation (see equations 3 and 4)
γ2 = 280
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/8
l
3/8
18 . (6)
The efficiency of the cooling processes and the nature of the emitted
radiation depend on the conditions in the shocked regions 2 and 3. Both
regions have the same energy density e. The particle densities n2 and n3
are, however, different and hence the effective “temperatures,” i.e. the mean
Lorentz factors of the random motions of the shocked protons and electrons,
are different. The parameters that determine the radiative cooling are the
magnetic field strength, B, and the distribution of electron Lorentz factor γe.
Both of these are difficult to estimate from first principles. Our approach is to
use two parameters, ǫB and ǫe defined below, to incorporate our uncertainties.
We then explore the space of these parameters and try to constrain the
parameter values by requiring the model predictions to resemble BATSE
observations of GRBs.
The dimensionless parameter ǫB measures the ratio of the magnetic field
energy density to the total thermal energy e:
ǫB ≡ UB
e
=
B2
8πe
, (7)
so that
B = 4
√
2πcǫ
1/2
B γ2m
1/2
p n
1/2
1 = (110 G)ǫ
1/2
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/8
l
3/8
18 n
1/2
1 . (8)
If the magnetic field in region 2 behind the forward shock is obtained purely
by shock compression of the ISM field, the field would be very weak, with
ǫB ≪ 1. Such low fields are incompatible with observations of GRBs as we
show in later sections. We therefore consider the possibility that there may
be some kind of a turbulent instability which may bring the magnetic field to
approximate equipartition. In the case of the reverse shock, magnetic fields of
considerable strength might be present in the pre-shock shell material if the
original exploding fireball was magnetic. The exact nature of magnetic field
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evolution during fireball expansion depends on several assumptions. Thomp-
son (1994) found that the magnetic field will remain in equipartition if it
started off originally in equipartition. Me´sza´ros, Laguna & Rees (1993) on
the other hand estimated that if the magnetic field was Initially in equiparti-
tion then it would be below equipartition by a factor of 10−5 by the time the
shell expands to R∆. As in the forward shock, an instability could boost the
field back to equipartition. Thus, while both shocks may have ǫB ≪ 1 with
pure flux freezing, both could achieve ǫB → 1 in the presence of instabilities.
In principle, ǫB could be different for the two shocks, but we limit ourselves
to the same ǫB in both shocks.
Our second parameter ǫe measures the fraction of the total thermal energy
e which goes into random motions of the electrons:
ǫe ≡ Ue
e
. (9)
We assume that the thermal energy immediately behind the shock is divided
up in the ratio (1−ǫe) : ǫe between the protons and the electrons. We assume
that the division happens on a time-scale which is shorter than the electron
cooling time, and therefore much shorter than the hydrodynamic time. We
further assume that once the initial allocation of the energy has been ac-
complished, no further energy flows to the electrons from the protons. (It is
easily seen that Coulomb coupling is completely negligible at the densities of
interest.)
Since the electrons receive their random motions through shock-heating,
we make the standard assumption that they develop a power law distribution
of Lorentz factors,
N(γe) ∼ γβ¯e for γe > γe,min . (10)
We require β¯ < −2 so that the energy does not diverge at large γe. Since
our shocks are relativistic we assume that all the electrons participate in the
power-law, not just a small fraction in the tail of the distribution as in the
Newtonian case. The minimum Lorentz factor, γe,min, of the distribution is
related to ǫe by
ǫee = γe,minnmec
2 β¯ + 1
β¯ + 2
, e ∼ γshnmpc2, (11)
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where γsh is the relative Lorentz factor across the shock front. Thus,
γe,min = 1840
(β¯ + 2)
(β¯ + 1)
ǫeγsh. (12)
The average γe of the electrons is given by
〈γe〉 = (β¯ + 1)
(β¯ + 2)
γe,min . (13)
Note that γsh = γ2 for the forward shock and γsh = γ¯3 for the reverse shock.
The energy index β¯ can be fixed by requiring that the model should be
able to explain the high energy spectra of GRBs. If we assume that most of
the radiation observed in the BATSE window is due to synchrotron cooling
(as we confirm later in the paper), then it is straightforward to relate β¯ to
the power-law index of the observed spectra of GRBs. Band et al. (1993)
measured the mean spectral index of GRBs at high photon energies (above
the break) to be β ≈ −2.25, which corresponds to β¯ ≈ −2.5. We assume
this value of β¯ in what follows:
β¯ = −2.5, (β¯ + 1)
(β¯ + 2)
= 3 . (14)
The electrons in zone 2 behind the forward shock then satisfy
γe,min =
1
3
〈γe〉 = 610ǫeγ2 = 1.7× 105ǫe
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/8
l
3/8
18 , (15)
while the electrons in zone 3 behind the reverse shock have
γe,min =
1
3
〈γe〉 = 610ǫeξ−3/4. (16)
We shall see later that the precise details of the distribution of γe are not
very important for most of the calculations presented in this paper; only the
value of γe,min is relevant.
3 Synchrotron Cooling
The typical energy of synchrotron photons as well as the synchrotron cool-
ing time depend on the Lorentz factor γe of the relativistic electrons under
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consideration and on the strength of the magnetic field. The characteristic
photon energy in the fluid frame is given by
(hνsyn)fluid =
h¯qeB
mec
γ2e . (17)
Since the emitting material in both shocks moves with a Lorentz factor γ2
the photons are blue shifted in the observer frame:
(hνsyn)obs =
h¯qeB
mec
γ2eγ2 =
(
3.5× 10−7 KeV
)
γ2e ǫ
1/2
b
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/4
l
3/4
18 n
1/2
1 . (18)
The power emitted by a single electron due to synchrotron radiation (see
e.g. Rybicki and Lightman, 1979) is:
P =
4
3
σT cUBγ
2
e , (19)
where σT is the Thomson cross section. The cooling time of the electron in
the fluid frame is then γemec
2/P . The observed cooling time τsyn is shorter
by a factor of γ2, giving
τsyn =
3γemec
2
4σT cUBγ2eγ2
= (230 s)
1
γe
ǫ−1B
(
tdur
10 s
)9/8
l
−9/8
18 n
−1
1 . (20)
The above results depend on the choice of γe. One possibility (follow-
ing Me´sza´ros, Laguna & Rees, 1993) is to consider the Lorentz factor of a
“typical electron” in the emitting region, i.e. to set γe = 〈γe〉, and to use
this for estimating the cooling time scale. However, it is not clear that the
photons emitted by such electrons will actually be within BATSE’s range.
Since BATSE detects photons with energies ∼ 100 KeV, we concentrate on
electrons with Lorentz factor γˆe, where γˆe is that Lorentz factor at which
an electron emits synchrotron photons with energies around ∼ 100 KeV.
Of course, other electrons are also present in the medium. But the electrons
with lower energies emit softer photons while the higher energy electrons emit
harder photons which fall outside the BATSE range (but may be detected
by other experiments which are more sensitive to these photons). In view
of our interest in understanding the BATSE observations we concentrate on
the behavior of the electrons with γe ≈ γˆe. We do retain a scaling factor in
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terms of the observed photon energy hνobs in the results so that the cooling
times of other electrons are also implicit in our relations.
Using, Eq. 18 we calculate γˆe to be given by
γˆe =
(
mechνobs
h¯qeγ2B
)1/2
= 1.7× 104ǫ−1/4B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)3/8
l
−3/8
18 n
−1/4
1 .
(21)
We first need to check that electrons with γe = γˆe are available in the shocked
material. This means that we require γe,min < γˆe, which corresponds to the
condition
ǫe |r < 28ǫ
−1/4
b
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)3/8
ξ3/4l
−3/8
18 n
−1/4
1 (22)
in the reverse shock, and the condition
ǫe |f < 0.1ǫ
−1/4
B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)3/4
l
−3/4
18 n
−1/4
1 (23)
in the forward shock. Since by definition ǫe ≤ 1, we see that the reverse shock
always has electrons with the right Lorentz factors to produce synchrotron
photons within the BATSE range. However, the situation is more doubtful
in the case of the forward shock. If the heating of the electrons is efficient, i.e.
if ǫe |f ∼ 1, and if the burst has a short duration, then most of the electrons
may be too energetic to produce BATSE-visible photons. Of course, as an
electron cools, it radiates at progressively softer energies. Therefore, even
if γmin is initially too large for the synchrotron radiation to be visible to
BATSE, the same electrons would at a later time have γe ∼ γˆe and become
visible to BATSE. However, the energy remaining in the electrons at the later
time will also be lower (by a factor γˆ/γmin), which means that the burst will
be inefficient. For simplicity, we ignore this radiation.
Substituting the value of γˆe from equation 21 into the cooling rate equa-
tion 20 we obtain the cooling time scale as a function of the observed photon
energy to be
τsyn = (1.4× 10−2 s)ǫ−3/4B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)−1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)3/4
l
−3/4
18 n
−3/4
1 . (24)
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Equation 24 is valid for both the forward and reverse shock, and is moreover
independent of whether the reverse shock is relativistic or Newtonian. It is
therefore quite a robust result.
The cooling time calculated above sets a lower limit to the variability
time scale of a GRB since the burst cannot possibly contain spikes that are
shorter than its cooling time. Observations of GRBs typically show asym-
metric spikes in the intensity variation, where a peak generally has a fast
rise and a slower exponential decline (FRED). A plausible explanation of
this observation is that the shock heating of the electrons happens rapidly
(though episodically), and that the rise time of a spike is related to the heat-
ing time. The decay time is then set by the cooling, so that the widths of
spikes directly measure the cooling time.
We see from Eq. 24 that τsyn is proportional to (hν)
−1/2. This suggests
that there should be an inverse correlation between the width of a spike and
the energy band in which the observation is made. An inverse correlation
has indeed been observed (Fenimore 1995). In fact, even the predicted de-
pendence as the inverse square root of the photon energy is quite close to the
observed index of −0.4.
Using Eqs. 24 and 3 we can estimate the duty-cycle D of the variability
as the ratio of the cooling time scale to the total duration:
D ≡ τsyn
tdur
= 1.4× 10−3ǫ−3/4B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)−1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)−1/4
l
−3/4
18 n
−3/4
1 . (25)
We see that the duty cycle depends only weakly on the burst duration. Ob-
servationally, it appears to be true that the narrowest features in a burst are
a constant fraction of the total duration, independent of the actual duration
of a burst (e.g. Bhat 1994), but this prediction of the model needs to be
checked in more detail against observations.
Most GRBs are seen to be highly variable with duty-cycles significantly
smaller than unity, typically on the order of 5% or less. Using this as a
constraint, we obtain a lower limit to the value of ǫB:
ǫB ≥ 8.4× 10−3
(
D
0.05
)−4/3 ( hνobs
100 KeV
)−2/3 (
tdur
10 s
)−1/3
l−118 n
−1
1 . (26)
This suggests that the magnetic field energy density cannot be far less than
the equipartition value in the radiation emitting regions in GRBs. Clearly,
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the limit is valid only if synchrotron radiation is the main cooling process. In
particular we have ignored so far the inverse Compton process which could
increase the emission and thereby allow a lower value of ǫB. We turn now to
the implications of inverse Compton scattering.
4 Inverse Compton Scattering
Inverse Compton (IC) scattering may modify our analysis in three ways.
First, a significant fraction of the synchrotron emission may be scattered
so that the observed synchrotron flux is lower than the calculated value. In
fact, this is never the case because we can show that the emitting regions are
always extremely optically thin.
Second, IC might scatter low energy synchrotron photons into the BATSE
energy band, so that some of the observed radiation may be due to IC rather
than synchrotron emission. We show that this is again not the case. IC pho-
tons from the forward shock are always much harder than the BATSE range.
Although IC photons from the reverse shock can fall within the BATSE range,
they do so only for bursts with large duty cycles, i.e. for smooth one-hump
bursts which form only a minority of the observed bursts.
Finally, even if IC does not influence any of the observed photons it may
speed up the cooling of the emitting regions and therefore shorten the cooling
time which we estimated earlier under the assumption of pure synchrotron
emission. This effect is unimportant for the forward shock but could be
important for the reverse shock under certain conditions.
Let us begin with the optical depth. The radial thicknesses of zones 2
and 3 are each of order γ2∆ in the comoving frame. Therefore the Thomson
optical depth across the full radial extent of both zones is given by
τ = (n3γ2∆+ n2γ2∆)σT = 4× 10−6
(
tdur
10 s
)−1/8
ξ−3/4n1, (27)
where we have used the inequality n2 ≪ n3. In fact this is an overestimate of
τ since some of the electrons are very energetic and have a reduced scattering
cross-section by the Klein-Nishina effect. Even without allowing for this effect
we see that the optical depth is extremely small for reasonable parameters.
Considering the second point, synchrotron photons emitted by electrons
of Lorentz factor γe,1 and inverse Compton scattered by electrons of γe,2 have
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an observed energy of
(hνIC)obs =
h¯qeB
mec
γ2e,1γ
2
e,2γ2 = 350MeV
(
γe,1
103
)2 (γe,2
103
)2
ǫ
1/2
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/4
l
3/4
18 n
1/2
1 .
(28)
For a photon to be detectable in BATSE, its observed energy has to be in
the range 25 KeV to about 1 MeV. This requires γe,1, γe,2 < 200. Now, if
we consider an efficient burst with ǫe ∼ 1, then the typical value of γe,min
is ≫ 1000 for the forward shock, and is > 1000 even for the reverse shock
if it is relativistic. Only for a Newtonian reverse shock (where ξ ∼ 1) with
somewhat low efficiency (ǫe < 0.3) is γe,min < 1000. Stating this differently,
the condition γe,min < 200 yields, using Eq. 11, an extremely small ǫe for the
forward shock:
ǫe < 7.6× 10−4ǫ−1/8B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)1/4 (
tdur
10 s
)9/16
l
−9/16
18 n
−1/8
1 . (29)
while for the reverse shock we get
ǫe < 0.21ǫ
−1/8
B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)1/4 (
tdur
10 s
)3/16
ξ3/4l
−3/16
18 n
−1/8
1 . (30)
IC photons from the forward shock are thus completely out of the range of
BATSE unless ǫe is extremely small, a possibility which we eliminate on the
grounds of inefficiency (see the discussion in the Introduction). With the
reverse shock, the best chance is with ξ equal to its largest value, namely
ξ = 1, and considering a long burst duration. We show below that even this
case results in a long cooling time and a large duty cycle and therefore is
ruled out by the observed peaky nature of bursts.
We next turn to the question of whether IC losses can significantly alter
the cooling time scale of the electrons with Lorentz factor γˆe which emit the
synchrotron radiation observed by BATSE. Because of the Klein-Nishina ef-
fect, the cross section for Compton scattering decreases quite rapidly when
the energy of the synchrotron photons becomes larger than mec
2 in the elec-
tron rest frame. IC is therefore most important when the synchrotron pho-
tons are below this Klein-Nishina cut-off. We simplify matters by assuming
that IC switches off completely once the Klein-Nishina regime is entered.
This is of course a rather severe simplification, but we consider it justified
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for the purposes of the present argument. The lowest energy synchrotron
photons available are those photons emitted by the lowest energy electrons,
with γe1 = γe,min (Eq. 11). The IC process can be neglected if even these
low energy photons are in the Klein-Nishina range for an electron of Lorentz
factor γˆe, i.e. if
(hνmin)fluidγˆe ≥ mec2. (31)
Using the formula for (hν)fluid given in equation (17) and setting γe = γe,min
(Eq. 15 or 16) and substituting the values of e and n (Eqs. 4 or 5), we find
that IC can be neglected if
ǫe > 2.9× 10−2ǫ−1/8B
(
hνobs
100KeV
)−1/4 (
tdur
10 s
)3/8
l
−3/8
18 n
−1/8
1 , (32)
for the forward shock, and if
ǫe > 8.0ǫ
−1/8
B
(
hνobs
100KeV
)−1/4
ξ3/4n
−1/8
1 , (33)
for the reverse shock.
Since on the grounds of efficieny we have argued that ǫe must be close to
unity, we see that the condition in the case of the forward shock is almost
always satisfied and therefore IC cooling is never important there. The re-
verse shock, on the other hand, never satisfies the condition and so IC cooling
might be important.
Since IC is not important for the forward shock, the relations (25) and
(26) derived in section 3 are valid without any change. However, for the
reverse shock, we need to calculate the true cooling time including the addi-
tional cooling due to IC. To do this we use the following model. The energy
density available for conversion to radiation is the electron energy density,
Ue. Eventually all this energy is radiated either by synchrotron or by IC. We
denote the former by Usyn and the latter by UIC :
Ue = Usyn + UIC (34)
If the shock has already propagated for a period of time longer than the
cooling time we expect a steady state radiation density profile to be present
in the vicinity of the shock-heated electrons. In this steady state, we expect
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the energy flux given by the shock to the electrons to be equal to the radiation
flux. Further, since the shock front moves with a velocity equal to a fraction
of the speed of light, the total radiation density must be comparable to Ue,
with the synchrotron and IC densities given respectively by Usyn and UIC .
Because of the Klein-Nishina effect, we need consider only one scattering
of each photon, and further scatterings are highly suppressed. In this limit,
the Compton y parameter is directly equal to the ratio of the rate of IC
energy loss to the rate of synchrotron energy loss. At the same time, y is
also equal to the ratio of the energy density in soft radiation (in our case
synchrotron) to magnetic field energy density (Rybicki & Lightman 1979).
We therefore find
y =
UIC
Usyn
=
Usyn
UB
. (35)
Recalling that Ue = ǫee and UB = ǫBe, we can solve equations 34 and 35 to
obtain
y ≡ UIC
Usyn
=
ǫe
ǫB
if
ǫe
ǫB
≪ 1 , (36)
y ≡ UIC
Usyn
=
√
ǫe
ǫB
if
ǫe
ǫB
≫ 1 . (37)
If ǫe < ǫB we see that y < 1 and IC cooling is not important. In this case,
we can use equations (25) and (26) even for the reverse shock. However, if
ǫe > ǫB then y ∼
√
ǫe/ǫB > 1 and most of the emitted radiation comes out
as IC photons. The cooling rate of the relevant electrons then increases by
the factor of y and the lower limit to the magnetic energy density set by the
observed duty-cycle decreases. Equations (25) and (26) are thus replaced by
D =
τsyn
tdur
= 1.4× 10−3ǫ−1/2e ǫ−1/4B
(
hνobs
100 KeV
)−1/2 (
tdur
10 s
)−1/4
l
−3/4
18 n
−3/4
1 .
(38)
ǫB ≥ 6× 10−7ǫ−2e
(
D
0.05
)−4 ( hνobs
100 KeV
)−2 (
tdur
10 s
)−1
l−318 n
−3
1 . (39)
We emphasize that these estimates are relevant only for the reverse shock
and only if ǫe > ǫB. For all other cases, we use equations (25) and (26).
Although the duty cycle argument now appears to allow a much lower
magnetic energy density, ǫB as low as 10
−6, we obtain another more stringent
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limit by demanding that the burst be efficient. Since the IC photons are too
hard to be observed by BATSE the observed efficiency decreases by a factor
1/y =
√
ǫB/ǫe. Thus, even if we take the maximum efficiency for the shock
acceleration of electrons, ǫe = 0.5, still we find that a value of ǫB ∼ 10−6
results in a burst with an efficiency < 10−3 just from this effect. In fact, the
efficiency is a little lower for reasons described in the next section. As we
explained in the Introduction, GRB scenarios become quite implausible at
such low efficiencies as they would imply unreasonably large energies in the
original explosion.
We are now ready to show, as we have stated at the beginning of this
section, that we cannot have a highly variable burst of IC photons from the
reverse shock. The Lorentz factor of electrons emitting IC photons with
energy hν is given by equation (28) as:
γe =
(
mechν
h¯qeγ2B
)1/4
. (40)
The corresponding duty-cycle for these electrons is:
τsyn
tdur
= 0.18
(
tdur
10sec
)−1/16
ǫ
−3/8
B ǫ
−1/2
e
(
hν
100KeV
)−1/4
l
−15/16
18 n
−7/8
1 . (41)
As we have already seen, electrons with Lorentz factor given by Eq. 40 are
impossible in the forward shock but are possible in a Newtonian reverse shock
provided ǫe < 0.2. However, now we see from the above equation that even
if the electrons are present, their radiation will come out with a somewhat
large duty-cycle ∼ 1. This is ruled out by the observations.
We note that Me´sza´ros, Laguna & Rees (1993) choose as the canonical
values for their models, ǫB = 10
−5 and ǫe ≈ 1. The duty-cycle for this choice
of parameters is ∼ 10, which means that the hydrodynamic time is an order
of magnitude shorter than the cooling time. This runs into problems on
two counts. First, the model can only produce smooth single hump bursts
and cannot explain the variability of observed bursts without invoking sub-
structure within the shell. Second, the hydrodynamical conditions in the
expanding shell, in particular γ2, change on the hydrodynamic time scale.
This means that only during the first thyd of cooling will the radiation be fully
beamed with the Lorentz factor γ2. The later cooling will be less beamed and
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will therefore be smeared out significantly in observer time. What this means
is that for the observer, the burst will effectively last only for a duration thyd;
the remaining 90% of the energy will come much later and will be weaker and
softer and will not be counted as part of the burst. As a result, the observed
efficiency of the burst will be reduced by a factor of order 10.
5 Efficiency
We now consider the efficiencies with which the two shocks convert their
thermal energy into observable radiation. Two important factors influence
the efficiency and lower it from the ideal value of unity. First, only the
electrons cool, which means that only a fraction ǫe of the total thermal energy
is available to be radiated. Second, a significant fraction of the radiated
energy may lie outside the BATSE energy range because (1) the synchrotron
emission is usually spread over a large energy range, and (2) much of the
cooling may happen via IC scattering whose radiation is quite generally at
energies above the BATSE range.
We have assumed a power-law distribution of electron energy with a
power-law index β¯ = −2.5. This index has been chosen such that the time-
integrated synchrotron emission corresponds to a power-law radiative spec-
trum with index β = −2.25, in agreement with the observations (Band et
al. 1993). The fraction of the synchrotron power which is radiated in the
BATSE band (at around 100 KeV) is then given by
ǫsyn =
(
hνmin
100 KeV
)−β−2
=
(
hνmin
100 KeV
)0.25
, (42)
where hνmin is the observed photon energy corresponding to the synchrotron
radiation from electrons with γe = γe,min.
For the forward shock, we can calculate hνmin using equation 18 and
setting γe = γe,min from equation 15:
hνmin
100 KeV
= 100ǫ2eǫ
1/2
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/2
l
3/2
18 n
1/2
1 . (43)
Since IC scattering is unimportant for the forward shock, the net efficiency is
just the product of ǫe, the fraction of the energy which goes into the electrons,
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and the synchrotron efficiency factor ǫsyn given above. Thus we find the total
efficiency of the forward shock to be
ǫtot,f = ǫeǫsyn = 3.2ǫ
3/2
e ǫ
1/8
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/8
l
3/8
18 n
1/8
1 . (44)
The efficiency is of order unity whenever the forward shock is visible in the
BATSE range (which requires long durations as discussed in section 3.)
For the reverse shock we have
hνmin
100 KeV
= 1.3× 10−3ǫ2eǫ1/2B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/4
ξ−3/2l
3/4
18 n
1/2
1 . (45)
In the case of the reverse shock, IC scattering has the possibility of affecting
the cooling time and thereby the efficiency. If ǫe < ǫB, we have seen that the
y parameter is less than unity and the overall efficiency is just given by
ǫtot,r = ǫeǫsyn = 0.19ǫ
3/2
e ǫ
1/8
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/16
ξ−3/8l
3/16
18 n
1/8
1 , ǫe < ǫB. (46)
However, if ǫe > ǫB, then y = (ǫe/ǫB)
1/2 > 1 and the efficiency is further
reduced to
ǫtot,r =
ǫeǫsyn
y
= 0.19ǫeǫ
5/8
B
(
tdur
10 s
)−3/16
ξ−3/8l
3/16
18 n
1/8
1 , ǫe > ǫB.
We can see from these expressions that efficient bursts are possible only
if ǫe is high. The value of ǫB is important, as far as efficiency is concerned,
only if ǫe > ǫB, and that too only for the reverse shock. We give some specific
estimates of the efficiency in different regions of the parameter space in the
following sections.
6 Exploration of the parameter space
We have introduced in the previous sections several parameters. Two of
these are relatively well known, namely the ISM density n1 ∼ 1 cm−3 and
the explosion energy E which determines the Sedov length scale l ∼ 1018 cm.
Four other parameters are essentially unknown.
Two “external parameters” depend on the properties of the initial fireball
and are likely to vary from one explosion to the next:
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1) The Lorentz factor of the shell γ.
2) The shell thickness ∆, which we prefer to replace by the parameter ξ
defined in equation 2. As already explained, ξ < 1 for a relativistic reverse
shock and ξ = 1 for a spreading Newtonian shell.
The above two parameters determine the Lorentz factor γ2 = γξ
3/4 of the
shocked material and the hydrodynamic time (Eq. 3) on which the kinetic
energy of the expanding shell is converted to thermal energy. In the case
of the forward shock γ2 also determines the thermal energy density and the
particle density of the post-shock gas. Therefore, all observables from the
forward shock are functions only of γ2 rather than of γ and ξ individually.
We prefer to express our results in terms of the observed burst duration tdur
rather than γ2, using equation (6) to convert from one to the other. The
reverse shock is more complicated as the results depend in general on both
γ and ξ. We choose to express our results as functions of tdur and ξ, using
equations (2) and (3) to transform from γ, ξ.
In addition to the above two “external parameters” there are two “internal
parameters” which depend on the unknown details of the microphysics in the
shocked regions:
3) The energy density in the magnetic field which we describe by means
of the field equipartition parameter, ǫB.
4) The fraction of the thermal energy which goes into the electrons, ǫe.
Our current understanding of field amplification and particle acceleration in
ultra-relativistic shocks is quite primitive and it is not possible to estimate
either of these parameters from first principles. We treat them therefore as
free parameters and try to deduce their values from the constraints imposed
by the GRB observations. We do, however, assume that the parameters are
relatively constant from one burst to another and between the forward and
reverse shock. This assumption may well be wrong, but we make it in the
interests of simplicity.
Over all we have a three dimensional parameter space, tdurǫBǫe, for the
forward shock, and a four dimensional parameter space, tdurξǫBǫe, for the
reverse shock. Figures 2 and 3 summarize all the ideas of the previous sections
for the forward shock and reverse shock respectively.
Figure 2 shows the ǫBǫe plane for the forward shock for four choices of the
observed burst duration tdur. The forward shock tends to be very energetic
so that even the electrons with the lowest Lorentz factor γe,min often radiate
their synchrotron emission above the BATSE energy range. Such cases are
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not of interest here because they do not contribute to the BATSE database.
Taking a nominal cutoff energy of 400 KeV to represent the BATSE threshold
(for example more than half of the 54 bursts analaysed by Band et al. have
their break energy between 100KeV and 400KeV), we show by the shaded
regions in Fig. 2 the parameter space which is inaccessible to BATSE. If
BATSE is to detect radiation from the forward shock, the parameters must
correspond to the unshaded regions. In general we see that the forward shock
is more likely to be visible to BATSE in a long burst than in a short burst.
The panels in Fig. 2 show two sets of contours: the solid lines indicate
contours of constant duty cycle, calculated with equation (25), while the
dashed lines indicate contours of constant efficiency, calculated with equation
(44). Recall that the forward shock cools almost exclusively by synchrotron
emission and has very little IC scattering. For a given tdur, the duty cycle
depends only on ǫB and is independent of ǫe. If we use the typical observed
duty cycle of a few per cent as a constraint, we see that the forward shock
needs ǫB ∼ 10−2. The efficiency of the forward shock is primarily a function
of ǫe, with some weak dependence on ǫB from the fact that a small fraction
of the emitted radiation may be below the BATSE range (Eq. 42). This is
usually a small factor since the electrons in the forward shock are usually
very energetic. If we wish to have reasonable efficiencies, then the forward
shock requires ǫe close to unity (certainly larger than about 0.1).
For the choice ǫB ∼ 10−2, ǫe ∼ 1, Fig. 2 shows that the forward shock
radiation is visible to BATSE only for somewhat long bursts with tdur greater
than about 10 s. If we increase ǫB also to be of order unity, then only very
long bursts of 100 s duration or longer would be visible to BATSE.
Figure 3 shows the results corresponding to the reverse shock. In this
case, we need to specify both external parameters, tdur and ξ, to describe the
shock, and therefore we display six panels covering three values of tdur and
two values of ξ. Note that ξ = 1 corresponds to a Newtonian reverse shock
and ξ < 1 corresponds to a relativistic shock.
The reverse shock is always less energetic than the forward shock and its
synchrotron photons are almost always soft enough to be within the BATSE
range. The gray “undetectable” regions are therefore limited to an extreme
corner of the parameter space. Additionally, the soft nature of the syn-
chrotron radiation means that the Klein-Nishina effect is not important for
IC scattering. Whether or not IC is important is therefore determined solely
by the relative magnitude of ǫB and ǫe. IC is important if ǫB < ǫe and it is
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not in the opposite case. The boundary between the two regimes in indicated
by the thick lines in Fig. 3, with IC being important below the line.
Above the thick lines, the dependences of duty cycle and efficiency on
ǫB and ǫe are similar to those shown for the forward shock (Fig. 2). The
only difference is that the efficiency of the reverse shock is generally lower
than that of the forward shock because the bulk of the synchrotron emission
occurs below the BATSE range. In the regions below the thick lines in Fig.
3, where IC is important, the duty cycle is modified relative to the pure
synchrotron case. Because of this, the solid lines are tilted and take on a
dependence on ǫe. The efficiency too is influenced by IC scattering since it
scatters a considerable part of the energy above the BATSE range.
As γ decreases the reverse shock becomes cooler and it emits less and
less photons into the BATSE range. The reverse shock is, therefore, efficient
only for short durations (< 0.1 sec). As with the forward shock the value of
ǫB must be relatively high in order to get bursts with short duty-cycles. The
demand here is however a little weaker in the IC zone (below the thick lines).
Similarly, high values of ǫe are needed in order to get high efficiency. Indeed,
for long duration bursts, even with ǫe ∼ 1 the efficiency is only about 10%.
Although Figs. 2 and 3 include almost all the information we need,
it is instructive to look at simpler plots corresponding to more restricted
conditions. Specifically, we set ǫe = 0.5, corresponding to half the thermal
energy of the shocks going into the electrons. This is the largest plausible
value for this parameter. We feel that it is necessary to select such a high
value because burst efficiency is quite a strong constraint and in many source
models the observed GRB energies (within the cosmological scenario) are
barely possible even with ǫe ∼ 1.
In Fig. 4, we show the results for the forward shock in the tdurǫB plane,
while in Fig. 5 we show four panels of tdurǫB for the reverse shock.
In general we see that for a given choice of tdur and ǫB, only one of the two
shocks is important. For long durations (which corresponds to relatively low
values of γ) the reverse shock is too soft and is inefficient in the BATSE band,
and so the BATSE signal is dominated by the efficient forward shock. On the
other hand, for short durations (where γ is relatively high) the reverse shock
is more efficient while the forward shock is too hard and radiates outside
the BATSE range. This systematic difference between the two shocks leads
to a possible scenario to explain the observed bimodal distribution of burst
durations. The scenario is described in the next section.
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Figures 4 and 5 also confirm once again that we need a fairly large ǫB
(> 10−2). This requirement comes from two directions. First ǫB > 10
−2
is necessary in order to have a duty-cycle in the forward shock of a few
percent. Secondly, it is needed if we do not wish to reduce the efficiency of
the reverse shock too much. Although we could in principle choose a value
of ǫB anywhere between 10
−2 and 1, we prefer to set ǫB ∼ 10−2 because for
this choice the forward shock is visible to BATSE down to durations ∼ 10 s,
whereas with ǫB ∼ 1 the forward shock is detectable only for tdur > 30 s.
7 Bimodality of Burst Durations
As an example of the implications of the analysis presented in this paper,
we describe here a scenario which provides a possible explanation for the
observed bimodality of GRB durations.
We assume that all bursts have the same values of n1, l18, ξ, ǫB and
ǫe, and that the only parameter which distinguishes one burst from another
is the Lorentz factor γ of the expansion of the relativistic shell. This is
obviously much too simple. Nevertheless, even this simple model provides
a nice separation of observed bursts into two classes: short bursts where
BATSE detects radiation only from the reverse shock, and long bursts where
most of the BATSE radiation is from the forward shock. In addition, some
of the observed differences between short and long bursts are also explained.
We make the following choices for the values of the fixed parameters:
1) We take ǫB = 10
−2 in both the forward and reverse shock. This value
is high enough to yield the observed duty-cycles and low enough to allow
the forward shock emission to fall within the BATSE range for long duration
bursts.
2) ǫe = 0.5 in both the forward and reverse shocks. This is in order to
make the bursts as efficient as possible.
3) ξ = 1, i.e. all bursts correspond to the Newtonian regime for the
reverse shock. This assumption is merely for simplicity so that we do not
need to worry about a second parameter ξ, in addition to γ. We expect
ξ = 1 to be satisfied if all bursts begin with sufficiently thin shells initially,
e.g. ∆ < 107, and spread out so as to be quasi-relativistic.
4) l = 1018 cm, n1 = 1 cm
−3, i.e. all the bursts have the same explosion
energy and expand into a standard ISM.
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In this model, the distributions of various burst properties are determined
by the distribution of γ over the burst population. This distribution could
in principle be a complicated function, but we make the simple assumption
that γ is uniformly distributed in logarithm from low values of γ up to some
upper limit γmax ∼ 104. We further assume (again for simplicity) that the
bursts originate in a Euclidean space. This is almost certainly wrong since
there is evidence for a considerable cosmological effect in the BATSE data.
Nevertheless, the assumption is appropriate for such a crude model. The
Euclidean assumption allows us to estimate the number of bursts expected
to be detected simply as the detection-efficiency to the power of 3/2.
Using the above assumptions we can calculate the relative numbers of
bursts expected to be detected by BATSE as a function of burst duration
tdur. Each value of tdur corresponds to a fixed value of γ (see eq. 3 with
ξ = 1 and fixed l18). For this γ, we calculate the synchrotron emission as a
function of the observed photon energy hνobs separately for the forward and
reverse shock. We then calculate the photon count rate which BATSE would
detect from this burst and take the 3/2 power of this quantity to obtain the
relative volume over which BATSE is sensitive to such bursts. We say that
the number of bursts expected to be detected is proportional to the volume.
Figure 6 shows the calculated distribution of detected bursts as a function
of burst duration. The sudden break at tdur ∼ 10 s arises because for shorter
bursts the radiation from the forward shock is too hard to fall within the
BATSE range.
Although the above calculation gives the main idea, some further details
related to BATSE’s detection criteria need to be taken into consideration.
BATSE detects a burst if the photon count rate is higher than a limit set by
the background. This limit varies depending on the particular trigger used.
BATSE’s triggers are set by the count rates in three time resolutions, 64 ms,
256 ms and 1024 ms. The count rate threshold is lower in the 1024 ms channel
by a factor of 2 than in the 256 ms channel, and by a factor of 4 compared
to the 64 ms channel. Thus, long bursts are detected most sensitively by the
1024 ms channel. On the other hand, short bursts are preferentially detected
in the shorter channels because their signal becomes smeared out in the 1024
ms channel. It is straightforward to include this selection effect in the model
(see Mao, Narayan & Piran 1994). Figure 7 shows the expected distribution
of durations of detected bursts with the correction included.
We see that Fig. 7 qualitatively resembles the observed distribution of
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burst durations except for a few differences which are expected and explained
below. The model predicts the number of bursts to grow with decreasing du-
ration even below 10 ms, whereas the observed distribution seems to roll over
at short durations. This discrepancy is easily fixed if we take the distribution
of γ not to be uniform in log γ but to have fewer bursts with high γ (as is
plausible). The model also has an abrupt step at tdur ∼ 10 s caused by the
fact that the forward shock is not detected for shorter duration. The step
would be rounded off if we do not take the various parameters other than
γ to be absolute constants but allowed them some variation. The shape of
the peak would change also if we allow electrons to cool below γe,min (see
the comment below equation 23), but we ignore this effect in the present
simplified discussion.
One interesting result of the above exercise is that the bursts in the sec-
ond peak, the long bursts, have efficiencies close to unity and therefore would
correspond to a BATSE-observed luminosity of order E ∼ 1051 ergs. How-
ever, the short bursts generally have significantly lower efficiencies of order
a few percent. Therefore, this model predicts that the short bursts should
be less luminous, and therefore that BATSE should detect them out to a
shorter distance than the long bursts. Mao et al. (1994) found exactly this
effect in the data when they carried out a detailed analysis of the BATSE
sample of bursts. Further, Mao et al. showed that the long and short bursts
have similar peak luminosities even though they differ by a factor of 30 in
their durations and fluences. Our model does indeed produce similar peak
luminosities within the BATSE band for the two classes of bursts. For ex-
ample a burst of duration 10 s has the same luminosity as a short burst of
0.2 s while a burst of duration 2 s which is too short for the forward shock
to be detected is less luminous by a factor of about 15.
8 Discussion
Our basic picture follows the scenario proposed by Me´sza´ros & Rees (1992),
namely that a GRB is produced when a relativistic outflow of particles from
a central explosion is slowed down by interaction with an external ISM. The
interaction takes place in the form of two shocks—a forward shock which
propagates into the ISM and a reverse shock which propagates into the rel-
ativistic shell. We have used the results of Sari & Piran (1995) to express
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the density, velocity, and thermal energy of the gas in the shocked regions in
terms of physical parameters such as the Lorentz factor γ of the relativistic
flow and the density of the external medium. Some properties of the shocked
medium are, however, impossible to estimate from first principles. One such
is the energy density of the magnetic field, which we write as a fraction ǫB
of the total energy. Another is the fraction of the thermal energy which
goes into electrons, which we write as ǫe. We consider ǫB and ǫe to be free
parameters (though constrained to be less than unity) which we adjust by
comparing the predictions of the model with observations.
We calculate the radiation emitted by the shocked gas via synchrotron
emission and also consider modifications introduced by inverse Compton (IC)
scattering. In comparing the predictions of the model to observations, we use
two important constraints. First, we know that most GRBs have complex
time structure with a duty cycle (defined to be the duration of the sharpest
feature divided by the overall duration of the burst) of a few percent. We
therefore require the cooling time of the shock-heated electrons in our model
to be short enough to satisfy this constraint. Second, we impose the require-
ment that a reasonably large fraction of the shock-generated thermal energy
should ultimately be visible as radiation within the BATSE window, 25 KeV
to 1 MeV. Most proposed models of GRBs have a limited overall energy bud-
get ∼ 1053 − 1054 ergs and convert only a percent or so of this energy into
kinetic energy of the expanding shell. If there were any further inefficiency
in converting the kinetic energy into BATSE-visible radiation then it would
be very hard to match the observed fluences of GRBs, which correspond to
a γ-ray energy output ∼ 1051 ergs per burst.
One of the primary results of this paper is that we have calculated the
cooling time of the shock-heated electrons via synchrotron emission and IC
scattering. We reach several interesting conclusions.
1. For photons detected by BATSE, say of energy 100 KeV, there is a very
well-defined relation between the synchrotron cooling time τsyn of the elec-
trons and the observed duration of a GRB tdur. The relation is given in
equation (24) and is the same for both the forward and reverse shocks, and is
independent of whether the reverse shock is Newtonian or relativistic. Equa-
tion (25) gives a formula for the duty cycle of a burst and predicts that the
duty cycle should be nearly independent of burst duration. This prediction
appears to be supported by observations but needs to be checked against the
data in more detail.
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2. If we require the duty cycle to be no more than a few percent, as suggested
by the observations, then we find that the magnetic field parameter ǫB must
be greater than about 10−2 (assuming ǫe ∼ 1, see below). Such strong fields
are not expected merely from flux-freezing, especially in the forward shock
where the field in the external ISM is likely to be very low. We conclude,
therefore, that the ultra-relativistic shocks in GRBs must have some mech-
anism to build up the magnetic field to near-equipartition strength in the
post-shock gas.
3. We find that the duty cycle should decrease with increasing photon energy
as (hνobs)
−1/2. Such a variation in the widths of features in GRB light curves
has been reported by Fenimore et al. (1995). These authors find a variation
of the form (hνobs)
−0.4, which is reassuringly close to our predicted scaling.
4. IC scattering does not modify the results for the forward shock because
the scattering cross-section is strongly suppressed by the Klein-Nishina effect.
For the reverse shock, IC can be important in some cases. While the IC
radiation never falls within the BATSE window, the electrons which produce
the BATSE-visible synchrotron radiation can be significantly cooled by IC if
ǫB < ǫe.
In addition to the cooling time scale, we also calculate the efficiency of
a burst. The efficiency depends on the parameter ǫe, which determines how
much energy is available in the electrons, but also on exactly how much of
the energy is actually radiated within the BATSE range. Our analysis leads
to the following conclusions.
1. We find that the radiation from the forward shock is visible to BATSE
only for bursts with long durations, tdur > 10 s. In shorter bursts, the
radiation from the forward shock is too hard and falls in the MeV range.
This implies that there is a populations of MeV bursts to which BATSE is
not sensitive and which may be worth searching for in future missions (see
Piran & Narayan 1995).
2. The radiation from the reverse shock falls within the BATSE window for
all bursts. However, the amount of radiation received is maximum for very
short duration bursts and decreases with increasing burst duration.
3. Combining the above two results, and imposing the requirement of rea-
sonable burst efficiency, we conclude that ǫe must be large. This means that
ultra-relativistic shocks must be able to accelerate electrons almost as effec-
tively as they accelerate ions. For quantitative estimates, we choose ǫe = 0.5,
which corresponds to the shock thermal energy going into ions and electrons
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in equal amounts. Even with this choice, we find that the reverse shock is
fairly inefficient, with efficiencies as low as 1% for ǫB = 10
−2 and tdur > 1 s. If
we give up burst efficiency as a criterion, then some of the constraints stated
earlier become looser. For instance, it may be possible to accept values of ǫB
as low as 10−5 (as in Me´sza´ros, Laguna & Rees 1993).
4. For the particular choice of parameters we favor, ǫB = 10
−2, ǫe = 0.5, the
model provides a natural explanation for the bimodal distribution of burst
durations. Long bursts are produced by the forward shock from fireball shells
with somewhat low values of γ ∼ 100. These bursts are efficient. Short
bursts, on the other hand, are produced by the reverse shock from higher
γ events. These are generally much less efficient. The model even explains
the curious feature noted by Mao et al. (1994) that the luminosities of short
and long bursts are similar even though their fluences differ by a large factor.
This results naturally in our model from the different efficiencies of the two
shocks.
We conclude with two caveats. First, our model in its present form does
not have an explanation for the break seen by BATSE in many GRB spectra
at around a few hundred KeV. In the present paper we merely required
that the model should be able to produce photons visible to BATSE and we
calculated the properties of these photons and the electrons which produce
them. An additional requirement we could have imposed, but did not, is a low
energy cut-off so that the model does not produce an excess of X-ray photons.
The forward shock in our model does naturally have a low energy cutoff, and
is possibly consistent with measured constraints in the X-ray band, but the
reverse shock in our model produces too much low energy radiation. It is
possible that IC cooling suppresses the lower energy radiation. To investigate
this, the IC interactions will need to be calculated in greater detail than we
have done in this paper.
The second point is that we have assumed that the overall duration of
a burst tdur is given by the hydrodynamical time thyd, and that this time is
greater than the cooling time tcool of the electrons. We associate the widths
of individual features in burst profiles with tcool. We find this choice natural.
However, it is possible to consider the oposite case in which thyd < tcool. In
such a scenario, individual spikes in the burst profile would correspond to
thyd and the overall duration of the burst and its complicated time structure
would need to be generated by some other mechanism, perhaps time variable
ejections in the original source (e.g. Narayan et al. 1992). One problem
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with such a model is that the efficiency will be low. The expanding shell
slows down on the hydrodynamic time and so any radiation produced after
a time thyd is no longer Lorentz-boosted and will therefore arrive over a very
much longer time than thyd in the observer frame. Therefore, only a fraction
thyd/tcool of the emitted radiation will be counted as being part of the GRB,
leading to loss of efficiency. On the other hand, the model might be able
to explain the low-energy spectal indices of GRBs and the paucity of X-ray
photons (Katz 1994).
This work was supported in part by NASA grant NAG 5-1904 and by an
Israel-NSF grant.
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Figure Captions
Figure 1: Schematic representation of the four zones that are present when a
relativistic fireball interacts with the ISM. The solid line indicates the density
as a function of radius. The undisturbed ISM is zone 1 at large radius, and
the unshocked shell material is zone 4 at small radii. The shocked zones, 2
and 3, are the result of the forward and reverse shocks and are separated by
a contact discontinuity. (Based on Sari & Piran 1995)
Figure 2: Properties of the forward shock for four burst durations: top left:
tdur = 0.1 s; top right: 1 s; bottom left: 10 s; bottom right: 100s. Solid
lines show contours of the duty-cycle, and dashed lines show contours of
burst efficiency, as fuctions of the two parameters, ǫB and ǫe. In the shaded
regions, even the lowest energy electrons in the post-shock medium produce
most of their synchrotron radiation above 400 KeV in the observer frame.
Such bursts are not visible to BATSE.
Figure 3: Similar to Fig. 2, but for the reverse shock. The six panels are as
follows: top left: tdur = 0.001 s, ξ = 0.1 (γ = 5 · 104); top right: tdur = 0.001
s, ξ = 1 (γ = 8000); middle left: tdur = 0.1 s, ξ = 1 (γ = 8000); middle right:
tdur = 0.1 s, ξ = 1 (γ = 1600); bottom left: tdur = 10 s, ξ = 0.1 (γ = 1600);
bottom right: tdur = 10 s, ξ = 1 (γ = 280); All unshaded regions are visible
to BATSE. The thick lines correspond to ǫB = ǫe. IC scattering enhances
the cooling below this line, leading to loss of efficiency of bursts.
Figure 4: Contours of duty-cycle (solid lines) and efficiency (dashed lines)
for the forward shock as a function of ǫB and tdur. The results correspond to
the choice ǫe = 0.5. BATSE can observe bursts only in the unshaded region
of the diagram.
Figure 5: Similar to Fig. 4, but for the reverse shock, for ǫe = 0.5. The
four panels are as follows: top left: ξ = 1; top right: ξ = 0.1; bottom left:
γ = 103; bottom right: γ = 104. IC cooling is present in all regions and has
been included in calculating the durations and efficiencies. The dark region is
not physical since there are no burts of duration less than 0.3s with γ = 103.
Figure 6: The number of bursts expected to be detected by BATSE as a
function of burst duration if the distribution of sources is homogeneous and
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the detection criterion is set solely by luminosity. The calculations correspond
to ǫe = 0.5 and ǫB = 0.01. For the reverse shock we have taken ξ = 1
(Newtonian shock). The peak on the right corresponds to bursts for which
the forward shock is visible to BATSE, while the peak on the left is due to
bursts for which only the reverse shock is visible.
Figure 7: Similar to Fig. 6, but including the effect of BATSE’s three time
channels, 64 ms, 256 ms, 1024 ms, in calculating the detectability of bursts.
Note the bimodal distribution of durations. In this model, short bursts are
due to radiation from the reverse shock in fireballs of high γ, while long
bursts are due to the emission from the forward shock in low γ fireballs.
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